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Abstract 
 
The study environments are the problem analysed from an educational point of view, but closely correlated to the architectural, 
psychological and social principles. This article starts from the idea that a learning environment adequate to the children’s 
requirements represents the key to their better development and implicitly investing in our children’s education we invest in our 
future as society. A challenge for the educational environment is the rehabilitation of the children living on the street. They are 
facing addictions, and they have developed a vicious behaviour, determined by their life on the street, they survive in unhealthy 
environments and they do not enjoy even the minimal hygiene conditions. Numerous studies in the field of resilience have 
proved that, the ambient environment and the learning environment have a determining role in this process. The purpose of this 
article is that to analyse educational programs dedicated to them from architectural, psychological, political, economic and social 
point of view, trying to identify the main positive and negative factors in the centres dedicated to them and stating a few 
architectural principles for a better development of their learning and rehabilitation environment. 
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1. Introduction 
 
In the past 25 years, after the revolution, the Romanian social system dedicated to child protection has undergone 
a series of changes and reforms in order to solve the problems brought to light by the revolution of 1989 from the 
old centers for children of the communist period. The sad situation of institutionalized Romanian children and the 
inhumane conditions from centers dedicated to them have attracted international media attention. Many international 
broadcasters presented the situation of Romanian children in a more or less realistic manner, leaving us today with 
an uncertainty related to the severity and atrocity of events which happened in these centers. All this publicity and 
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international focus on the deficiencies of the Romanian social system has attracted the involvement of several 
institutions and international NGOs, the church, governments of several countries, as well as individual donors, in 
the search for solutions (James, 2014). Between 1990-2014, many strategies have been proposed in several stages, 
which have radically changed the approach to the problem of abandoned children in risk situations (Department for 
Child Protection in Timiș County). The most important legislative and structural changes include: 
x The adoption of Law 11/1990, which has facilitated foreign adoptions. The result of this law can be seen in 
1999 when 3,041 children were adopted by foreigners, of which 1,005 in the United States (18); Later, in 1994, 
Law 84/1994 was adopted regulating the international adoptions’ situation. 
x The decentralization of public services and establishment of local autonomy principles by the adoption of Law 
no. 24/1996;  
x As a result of the above pressures and reports, Decision no. 972/1995 is taken on the approval of the National 
Action Plan for children, which supports the family as a privileged environment for child development and 
institutionalization as a last resort.  
x The answer to existing problems at the time was to create a system focused on creating a social system oriented 
on keeping and integrating children in their families. Thus, three main objectives were set-  
1) Keeping children in their families by providing financial support and advice, organizing after-school 
programs and various assistance centers. 
2) Relinquishing great centers dedicated to abandoned children in time and encouraging adoption, or 
some house type centers. 
3) Developing the capacity of NGOs to provide additional support services (UNICEF, 2004). 
 
x The year 2000 marked the beginning of negotiations for the accession of Romania to the European Union. With 
this new step, the European Union and other international organizations, as well as the media, have put 
significant pressure on the Romanian government to improve the child protection system;  
x During 2004- 2007, due to the situation reported in our child protection system, a new strategy is adopted to 
address these children at risk. According to the Timiş County General Directorate for Child Protection, the 
County Strategy for the protection of children in Timiş 2003-2007 is intended to be a new approach to children 
with social problems. Following the directions set by the European Union, it aims to abolish the old forms of 
institutions dedicated to abandoned children and to adopt familiar type programs that help the children integrate 
into a family and society. With the restructuring of old children’s homes during 2004-2007 – and trying to 
integrate them into families, an increase in the number of children living on the streets is noted (Department for 
Child Protection in Timiș County). 
The issues outlined above include a large group of children, “children at risk”. According to the Children Act of 
1989, a child is considered at risk if: “they are unlikely to achieve or maintain, or have the opportunity of achieving, 
or maintaining, a reasonable standard of health or development without the provision for them of services by a Local 
Authority” Children Act (1989). The category of children subject to these risk situations can be divided depending 
on the risk level that has been reached. Having this in mind, it is obvious that the most important category, 
considering the severity of the problem, is the category of the homeless children – the street children, closely 
followed by the category involving the abandoned and institutionalized children. The third position is occupied by 
the children coming from poor environments. It is quite impossible to make an exact classification considering the 
level of risk involved in each category. However, if we were to take into account only the level of rehabilitation, 
which unfortunately is less than 1%, we can see that one of the most severe problems is the issue of the street 
children.  
The term “street children” was first used in the 80s’ describing “any girl or boy [...] for whom the street (in the 
broadest sense of the word, including unoccupied dwellings, wasteland, etc.) has become his or her habitual abode 
and/ or source of livelihood, and who is inadequately protected, supervised or directed by responsible adults.” 
(United Nations Human Rights, 2012). This term was also used by the Human Rights Commission in 1994. Later 
on, particularly at the end of the 90s’, as it has been decided that “street children” implies negative connotations, this 
term has been replaced. The terminology continued to evolve and new terms have emerged: “children in street 
situation”, or “children with street connections”. 
Despite the reforms and sustained efforts of the social system in the post-communist period, the situation of street 
children has not experienced remarkable improvements. If the communist period did not experience this problem of 
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street children in Romania, a negative effect of the closing of large orphanages and of the attempt to reintegrate 
children in their families was the emergence of these children living in the street to escape the abuses in their 
families. If in 1997 there were over 44,500 children living in foster care and about 400-450 children living 
constantly on the street, their number rising to 2,500 across the country, and to 1,000-1,500 only in Bucharest, in 
1999 the percentage of institutionalized children decreases by 29%, registering a total of 31,500 children, also 
noting an increase in the number of children receiving assistance in families from 11,900 to 19,400, and a worrying 
increase in children choosing the street as home(James, 2014; United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF, 2012). 
A special category that was identified in 2000 is the category of children whose parents left to work abroad. 
Whether we are talking about children with both parents working abroad or just one, most of the times the children 
are often left in the care of grandparents or other relatives, escaping control and spending most of their time in the 
street. In March 2013, in Romania, 58,902 families left to work abroad, 82,073 children being left behind with at 
least one parent having left the country, and 23,312 children with both parents left to work abroad. Only in Timis 
county there were 2477 children in this situation. (http://www.copii.ro/alte_categorii.html). This special category of 
children is at high risk for turning into future street children. 
 
2. Methodology 
 
2.1. Premises and Assumptions 
 
Romania does not present an alarming number of street children; globally, the main countries with problems, 
covered by major NGOs and international institutions, are countries in South Africa but also in Asia, where the 
poverty level is much higher than in our country, therefore the number of children living on the street being 
staggering. Street children in Romania are a consequence of the increasing level of poverty in recent years, and of 
the constant changes in the child protection system. In terms of numbers, they are not the dominant category of 
children with problems in Romania, but, if we analyze in terms of their rehabilitation, with a rate of rehabilitation 
and expressions of resilience under 1%, they are on the list of major unresolved issues in the Romanian social 
system. 
 
2.2.  Subjects and Methods 
 
Wanting to find new educational and architectural methods and strategies for their rehabilitation, we analyzed the 
main types of centers dedicated to them, trying to identify the positive and negative issues and factors in order to 
increase the rehabilitation percentage of these children. For a better understanding of the key determinants in the 
development of the category of children living in the street, we tried to achieve a detailed documentation on the 
social, political, and educational context, as well as on the legal framework in force (Băluță, 2014). We have 
analyzed several types of social centers for children, such as the “Casa Haiducilor” Single Family Home from 
Husasau de Tinca, Bihor County, and a newly proposed center for children who are at risk from Lugoj, Timiş 
County, the main center analyzed being the Rudolf Walther Children’s Village in Timişoara, as the first children’s 
village in Romania. Several interviews were conducted with employees but also with the manager of the Children’s 
Village in Timişoara, Cristian Popescu. 
 
2.3. Case Studies- Rudolf Walther Children’s Village- Kindezukunfit, Timișoara, Timiș County 
 
The disastrous situation of children homes immediately after the revolution has attracted external funding from 
both NGOs and individuals. Touched by the miserable and inadequate conditions in which thousands of children led 
their existence, German businessman Rudolf Walter wanted to show his gratitude to the Romanian peasant who 
saved his life during the Second World War by creating a humanitarian foundation in Romania, which bears his 
name. 
The first children’s village in Romania was opened on September 13, 1994, being built on an area of 80,000 
square meters accounting for a 5 million Deutschmark investment. The Rudolf Walther Foundation – Timişoara 
Branch managed to adapt to the perpetual changes in the Romanian legal and social system, receiving in 2005 an 
accreditation for the operation of three services: the Residential Service, the Service for the Support and Assistance 
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of families and children in need, and the “Youth House” sheltered housing service. The main principles of the 
foundation include: respect for the dignity of the child, keeping siblings together, openness towards the community, 
respect and priority promotion of the interests of the child. http://www.kinderzukunft.ro/ 
Currently, in addition to the residential service, the children’s village provides access to education, with a 
kindergarten and secondary school where children from the village and neighborhood children are enrolled, thus 
ensuring a better integration of children at risk. Secondary school graduates are supported to attend a high school in 
Timişoara, or to attend the Gunther Rick Training Center courses: cook, hairdresser, baker-pastry chef, accountant, 
cosmetics, human resources inspector, manicure and pedicure, auto mechanic and industrial garment worker. 
 
 
 (a) (b) 
 
Figure 1.  Rudolf Walther Children’s Village in a) 1994 and b) in 2001 (http://www.kinderzukunft.ro/) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 (a) (b) 
 
Figure 2. (a) and (b) Rudolf Walther Children’s Village in 2014  
 
The continuous development and support of youth is encouraged even when they turn 18, by the existence of 
“Youth House”. According to Cristian Popescu, Manager of the Rudolf Walther Children’s Village since 1999, and 
involved in the development of the children’s village almost from its beginning in 1995, about 10% of the Centre’s 
staff are former residents, currently occupying positions such as: doorkeeper, educator, baker, social worker, etc. 
Rudolf Walther Foundation projects involving children’s villages were implemented in another two countries 
outside of Romania: Guatemala and Bosnia Herzegovina. 
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3. Results and discussions 
 
Cristian Popescu, the Children’s Village Manager, listed as important factors determining the optimal 
development of a child at risk: genetic factors, education and the environment in which the child develops. Besides 
the three factors generally recognized in all social and psychological studies (Kopko, 2013; Masten, 2011) made on 
this category of children, he added a subjective – destiny. The largest share of influence lies with the environment 
and education provided, Cristian Popescu seeing the environment as more influential as it can positively or 
negatively influence even the educational process. 
In our attempt to define new learning and rehabilitation environments for street children, a special category of 
children at risk, the Rudolf Walter Children’s Village is a good example to analyze, as the first residents of this 
center being children living in the street. In the fall of 1994, approximately 35 to 40 children came from the street 
(Piata 700) in the new center opened in the search of a constant food source and shelter for the winter. Most of these 
children remained in the center only until they managed to overcome the winter, then returning to the more libertine 
and less restrictive lifestyle of the street. Of the approximately 40 street children, in the center remained about 10 to 
15 children, the youngest of them. In our discussion with Mr. Cristian Popescu and in trying to identify the main 
factors due to which these children failed to adapt to the conditions of this center, we were able to enunciate these 
assumptions: 
 
x Since many of the children are faced with problems such as addictions, a different type of center configured 
according to their needs has to be organized. Family centers and daily educational programs do not meet their 
needs completely, requiring a different type of center, more flexible, adaptable to everyone’s needs, an 
environment in which they can learn personal hygiene, subsequently advancing to the top of Maslow’s pyramid 
of needs. 
x The period lived on the street is very important in their rehabilitation process; from his experience with these 
children, Mr. Cristian Popescu noticed that those who exceed three years living on the streets are more difficult 
to reintegrate into the community, and almost impossible in the conditions of a normal center. 
x Special assistance for resolving traumas and addictions suffered on the streets. 
x Their inclusion in a center is quite cumbersome from a legal point of view, and their nomadic  and unbalanced 
lifestyle burdens the surveillance process and the attempt to include them in various rehabilitation programs. 
x Learning environments for the other categories of children at risk do not respond well enough to the way of life 
with which they were accustomed. From a life without any rules, current educational environments are too rigid 
for them, thus requiring the finding of more dynamic and interactive educational programs, conducted in 
specially designed environments so as to enable them to adapt and develop according to their needs and 
problems. 
x A negative factor in their rehabilitation process is the enormous amount of resources needed both in terms of 
staff and money for the development of a functional system to rehabilitate street children. 
 
 
4. Conclusions 
 
Even if child protection and the dedicated social and educational systems have experienced major improvements 
in the past 20 years, a category still in a deadlock is represented by children who live or spend a lot of time in the 
street, and their situation worsens over time, since the children of street children will in turn be street children. 
Based on Frederick Douglass’ statement: “It is easier to raise a strong child than to heal a sick adult”, this requires a 
three-phase interdisciplinary campaign involving education, the legal framework, psychology, and the social, 
economical and political environment, including: 1) the prevention and halting of the emergence of new street 
children; 2) educational centers working with street children in the street, followed by their inclusion in 
rehabilitation centers specifically dedicated to them; and 3) centers dedicated to their reintegration into society. If 
the first step is covered by recently developed social and educational programs: the Center for children at risk from 
Lugoj, the “Save the Children” after school campaign for children with parents abroad, the other two types of 
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educational environments are not yet finalized and, unfortunately, are too little considered. For the educational 
process to achieve its maximum potential, the environment in which it runs must be appropriate and designed 
according to the needs of those using it. The continuous emergence of new categories of troubled children: street 
children, children whose parents work abroad, requires thinking and creating new learning environments, made 
according to an educational, architectural and psychological strategy. 
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